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“This book serves as a tremendous resource for cancer patients and their families. Their faith, strength, and perseverance should serve as an example for others facing adversity. They are an inspiration to many, including myself.”


—Ricardo J. Komotar, MD, FAANS, FACS, Program Director, Department of Neurological Surgery, University of Miami School of Medicine


“This book is life-changing for cancer patients and their loved ones. It is like a conversation with a new best friend (or twenty of them), full of understanding, acceptance, and practical advice gained from personal experience. It opened a door that made me want to share my story and hear the stories of others. It demonstrates how much we each have to gain and to give within our unique community, and contains real information and strategies that cannot be found in online medical sites. It is, simply, a powerful fuel for the body and the soul.”


—Doris Schneider, breast cancer survivor and author of Borrowed Things, By Way of Water, and Nana and the “c”


“The word ‘cancer’ can be a frightening term to many. All Of Us Warriors: Cancer Stories of Survival And Loss strips away the fear, demonstrating time and again that there is always hope and there can be joy in life, even when one is faced with the tremendous challenges of illness.”


—Dr. Robin Williams, breast surgeon at Saint Thomas Medical Partners


“What a great book of stories—true stories of persistence, patience, and determination. I highly recommend it for any family with a cancer diagnosis.”


—Dr. Peter R. Ledoux, breast surgeon at PRMA


“To see that you are not alone is a great comfort. Rebecca Munn has presented twenty stories for you to read with elements of shock, disbelief, and debility of the fight, but each case brings some new elements to consider. Cancer is a hard thing to accept; reading these stories will help.”


—R. Scott Anderson, MD, FACR, medical director of Anderson Regional Cancer Center and author of The Hard Times and Terrence and the Toilet Fairy
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This book is dedicated to my mother, who survived late-stage breast cancer in her fifties and later lost the battle to colon cancer in her seventies. She was an invaluable role model for me in living and in dying.


This book is also dedicated to the people who were willing to speak up and bare all on these pages, in an effort to demystify the cancer experience and help others: Melissa, Robyn, Helen, Ronn, Jennifer, Bill K., Dana, Bill G., Valerie, Dan, Peggy, Robert, Holly, Nikki, Kim, Gina, Tricia, Debi, Alan, and Kristi.
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FOREWORD
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Cancer impacts each of us. One-point-seven million men and women will be diagnosed with cancer this year, and nearly two out of every five people will be diagnosed with cancer in their lifetime. Individuals, families, friends, and colleagues are all impacted by cancer. What used to be never discussed is now a familiar topic.


Fortunately, major advances in treatment are leading to patients living longer and better. Cancers that were untreatable twenty years ago are now routinely treated. The goal of finding a cure has not changed, but where we cannot achieve cure, we are striving to reduce cancer and the symptoms that come from it—allowing individuals to live with cancer. And as treatments become more effective, they are increasingly less harmful, allowing individuals to live with quality.


Innovations in technology and deeper scientific insights have led to the discovery of novel treatments that can specifically target cancer cells, and not healthy cells. As well, breakthroughs in our understanding of how the immune system can be used to identify and kill cancer have led to the development of groundbreaking approaches in cancer treatment that have revolutionized the landscape of cancer care. We are experiencing one of the greatest eras of achievement in cancer treatment, and the future is brighter than ever.


But it hasn’t always been this way. Growing up with a father who worked as an oncologist allowed me to see the challenges of caring for patients with cancer. The availability of therapies was more limited; and these treatments were often toxic, with modest benefits. My father’s partners discouraged me from going into oncology. Work would be hard, medicine would be increasingly regulated, and there were other pursuits that offered easier paths in life. My dad never pushed medicine on me, but he always supported my interest. I accompanied him on hospital rounds, spent summers in the lab and in the hospital, and shadowed different kinds of doctors to see all of the ways one could practice medicine. The one thing that always resonated with me was the gratitude patients and families had, even when things didn’t turn out well. That gratitude convinced me that caring for others, even when they are at the hardest times in their lives, was a privileged role.


Oncology is a field where your impact is meaningful. Helping someone and their family through one of the hardest periods in their life is an honor. And to be able to provide hope, because advances in care are occurring at a rapid pace, is truly rewarding. Those advances come from research and the sacrifices of other patients and families. We still have far to go to help more people, and yet the successes of the past several years provide a foreshadowing that we will make even greater progress in the years ahead.


There is reason to have hope. I believe you will find inspiration and hope in each of the stories included in this book. The one truth of all cancer experiences is it will change your life, forever. The change may be small or unnoticeable or it may be life-threatening. These stories provide examples of why there is always hope for anyone fighting cancer and why that journey will not be taken alone.


—David R. Spigel, MD


Chief Scientific Officer


Director, Lung Cancer Research Program


Sarah Cannon Research Institute, a division of HCA Healthcare





INTRODUCTION
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As I sat on my bed, propped up with pillows against the wall, the phone rang. It was a Thursday night in the spring of 1984, and I was reviewing my notes for my marketing test. I answered the phone and heard my mom’s voice. It was a welcome distraction from my studying, although I could hear the uneasiness as she said hello. I put my book down and sat up, shifting my full attention to her voice. I can still remember that moment as if it were yesterday. I thought she would say hello quickly, as she had done many times before, and check in on my schoolwork, but as she started to speak, her words filled me with fear. Mom said, “Rebecca, I’m calling to let you know that I saw the doctor today. I was having some pain trying to raise my right arm. The appointment happened so fast, and he ran a bunch of tests. I was there all day and am exhausted. I need to tell you that I have been diagnosed with late-stage breast cancer.” I was speechless as she continued to tell me more, struggling to process all the details she had just shared. The tests showed a tumor the size of a grapefruit on top of her right breast. The cancer was fairly advanced, as it had spread to most of the lymph nodes on her right side. Even with the advanced stage of cancer in her body, she said she was not really experiencing any symptoms. That was my mom—always focusing on everyone else’s needs first and not paying attention to her own body. “My doctor wants to act quickly and has scheduled surgery for tomorrow at Methodist Hospital,” she went on. “I would like you and your sisters to come to Houston, although I know that will be hard to manage. I’m going to be okay. I love you.”


Although I struggled to get words out to respond to the news I had just heard, I managed to tell her how much I loved her and hung up. I tossed and turned in my bed through the night, thinking of my mom while my heart raced and chills rolled up and down my spine. As each hour passed, my body became more exhausted while my mind actively considered what this really meant for me. I realized around two a.m. that I had taken my mother for granted. I had learned to count on her always being there, and this news caught me totally by surprise. I wondered, What will happen next? Is Mom really capable of surviving this illness, which sounds very serious? My body froze as fear permeated every cell. My palms became sweaty, and my stomach turned over and over, like waves crashing on a beach. After a while, I instinctively put one hand on my stomach and one hand on my heart, calming my soul and enabling me to fall back asleep. The next day, I awoke in what felt like a haze, wondering if it had all been a dream. When I talked to my sister, I knew it was real. We both looked at each other in disbelief. This was my new reality—my mom had been diagnosed with cancer.


My sister and I discussed our schedules and determined that we could leave Austin a little after lunch for the two-and-a-half hour drive home to Houston. I called my teachers to let them know my situation and that I would be missing classes. After our morning classes, my sister and I drove to Houston to be with Mom and planned to stay through the following week. On that Friday at five o’clock, we arrived at our childhood home, just a few blocks from the Texas Medical Center and Methodist Hospital, where Mom had had her surgery earlier that day. Shortly thereafter, we went to the hospital to get an update. The doctor reported the procedure had gone well. He had been able to remove the tumor on her right breast. Because of the advanced stage of her cancer, he had also removed seventeen lymph nodes in her right armpit. I went into Mom’s room and wrapped my arms around her, in between the oxygen and IV tubing. She was groggy from the anesthesia, although she smiled when she saw me.


“Mom, it’s such a relief to see you! I imagine you are worn out.” I took a breath as the reality of seeing her in her post-surgery state settled into my mind. I continued, “Mom, I will come back tomorrow to spend more time. I know you will be okay. I love you so much!” Her eyes lit up and then closed again as she dozed off.


Over the next few days, my sisters and I took turns going to visit Mom at Methodist Hospital, where she was recovering from surgery. Each of us was still a little numb from the news and somewhat withdrawn from the reality facing us. While we were all focused on Mom, we also realized how dependent our dad had become on her. On Saturday, while I was at the hospital and one of my sisters was home taking a nap, my dad went to wake her up. She was startled and worried that something else had happened to Mom, until she learned that he expected her to make his lunch, just as Mom had done day in and day out on the weekends before.


As I walked into Mom’s room on that Saturday, I found her lying in her hospital bed, looking peaceful and yet exhausted. She grinned from ear to ear when she saw me, and energy seemed to flood her body. My heart filled with joy to see that she was indeed ok, as I had been concerned since seeing her briefly the night before. I ran over and hugged her, carefully avoiding the various tubes, as tears rolled down my cheeks. For what seemed like hours, I held on tight, like a little girl afraid of the dark. Finally, I kissed her on the cheek, sat next to her on her bed, and asked her to share what the experience had felt like to her. Despite the reality that she had learned only two days earlier of the cancerous tumor and had come through a difficult surgery, Mom wanted to move forward and focus quickly on her healing, versus talking about her surgery. She surprised me with her first request. She asked that I help her healing process. She wanted to teach me something about visualizing her body being healed. Although that concept was quite confusing to me at the time, it was typical of my mom to want to move forward and focus on the positive, despite her circumstances. I also knew how strongly she believed in the power of her mind and its capacity for healing her body. I took a deep breath as a little voice inside me told me to be open to her request and follow her wishes. Here was a chance for me to give back to her, as she had done countless times for me before. She said, “Rebecca, I know it is possible for me to survive this cancer. I am much stronger than any disease. Every minute I have been lying here in this hospital bed following my surgery, I have been focusing my attention on healing. And now I want a little of your help.”


Mom’s conviction that her mind could heal her body stemmed in part from her study of the book Love, Medicine, and Miracles, by Bernie Siegel, and in part from her grandmother Dora Annetta, who had been a healer during Mom’s childhood, catching rainwater and making homeopathic treatments for ailments. Mom approached her healing from her cancer surgery much as Dora Annetta would have, with persistence and determination. As I sat there in her hospital room, now a willing participant, Mom instructed me: “Now, focus all of your mind and attention on the affected area up here on my right breast, and imagine the cancer cells evaporating like water on a hot, sunny day.” I closed my eyes and tried to visualize exactly what she asked. We sat there for what felt like hours with our eyes closed, trying to keep our attention focused on picturing the cancer dissolving.


As I practiced this new skill, my mind wandered a bit. I thought about things that dissolve or fade away in nature. I loved welcoming the spring flowers after the frozen hibernation of the ground in winter. One of my favorite things to do as a little girl was to pick a stem of goatsbeard wildflowers with the seed head still intact. I would hold a bloom in my hand, close my eyes, and make a wish, and then open my eyes and blow the white seeds away. Each stem would disappear one at a time, carried off by the wind. As I thought of this experience, I decided that would be another way for me to visualize Mom’s body healing. I sat there in silence with my eyes closed, holding her hand, and visualizing the cancer cells being those seed stems. I made a wish for healing and then blew the seeds away, imagining the wind taking them to a faraway place outside Mom’s body. It calmed my heart to be doing my part in assisting Mom’s healing, and she was calmed by my willingness to participate, learn, and help her survive. Day after day, even after she was released from the hospital, Mom sustained her focus on healing her body on her own and with my help.


After I went back to Austin to resume my college classes, I thought of her each night before I went to bed, and I continued to practice these visualizations. As Mom endured chemotherapy and radiation weekly for the next six months, she suffered many of the humiliating and uncomfortable side effects, including hair loss, swollen ankles, and an upset stomach. While wigs are very common today, and organizations like Locks of Love enable healthy people to donate hair for wigs, they were very hard to find in 1984. We were fortunate to live in Houston, where Mom had access to wigs through MD Anderson Cancer Center. She also reached out to her friends to support her and help her process the physical and emotional impacts of the cancer. She started taking daily walks with these friends around her neighborhood and around Rice University’s campus, near our childhood home. Her friends provided a safe place and supportive ear for Mom to release her anger and sadness about the cancer and the changes she was experiencing in her body.


Her face always lit up when she talked about those walks and how much her friends buoyed her. In doing so, Mom modeled for me how valuable ongoing encouragement and love from close friends is to lifelong health. Around the time I graduated from college, Mom successfully completed her chemotherapy and radiation treatments and moved into remission with grace and reverence. Her hair grew back gray and wavy—a big change from the coal-black, straight hair we had known growing up. Since the cancer was late stage and had spread to so many of her lymph nodes, the medical protocol was to check her body regularly to make sure the cancer did not show up again. So, for fifteen years following the official start of her remission, Mom endured painful bone marrow and liver tests every six months. She would go off quietly to those appointments, without ever drawing attention to the experience, the pain she endured, or the process. She was so very strong and determined to live a long life and share it with the people she loved, minimizing any discomfort or pain she may have been feeling.


At the time of her surgery, Mom’s doctor had shared with her the appropriate amount of information about her tumor: where it was and what kind of operation he would perform, including removing many of the lymph nodes under her right arm. However, he had stopped short of telling her the odds of her surviving. At the time, I had been so overwhelmed with the shock of what was happening that I had not thought to ask. When I reflected on it later, my interpretation was that he must have believed her situation was tenuous enough, amid all the surgery and treatments, that giving her odds of surviving would not have added anything positive to her outlook or her healing process. At the time, we all fully trusted this physician and his choices and believed he knew best about what he did and didn’t share. What he did explain to each of us was how advanced a level her cancer had reached, and that it had a 98 percent chance of recurrence. He also mentioned that because Mom’s own mother had died of breast cancer, each of us, her five daughters, had a 75 percent chance of being diagnosed with breast cancer ourselves.


Mom lived a cancer-free full live for seventeen years until she was diagnosed with colorectal cancer in 2003. Following her diagnosis, she started treatment with traditional Western methods—radiation and chemotherapy, followed by surgery—but she quickly felt in her body that while that regimen was killing the cancer cells, the drugs were also killing her healthy cells. She suffered many of the debilitating side effects of this chemotherapy drug, including mouth sores, diarrhea, and dry eyes. After her surgery, she was only able to withstand a portion of her post-surgery chemotherapy treatments. A year and a half later, when she discovered the cancer had metastasized into her lungs, she was determined to have a good quality of life for whatever time she had left. She tried a chemotherapy regimen, although it made her deeply ill again, and she almost died from low potassium. Mom stopped her chemotherapy infusions and switched to taking Chinese herbs daily and having weekly acupuncture treatments. She lived fairly comfortably for another year and a half using these Eastern medicine techniques, in addition to taking daily walks around her neighborhood on Lake Austin.


Mom taught me so very much, both in her fruitful living years and in her last year on Earth. She was a voracious reader, always questioning the status quo and expanding her traditional faith to incorporate more metaphysical beliefs. My parents enjoyed a loving marriage for fifty-five years. Their marriage ended when my mother passed away in 2006 at age seventy-seven, when I was forty-three. Even in dying, she gave me an eye-opening and heartfelt opportunity to learn from her views. One important lesson she taught me through the process was that we don’t really have to say good-bye to our loved ones as they pass from physical life. Rather, as they transition and take on the form of angels, they remain engaged in our lives by watching over us, cheering us on through our many joys, and supporting us through our tribulations. And sometimes, if we are open to believing it is possible, our loved ones boldly make themselves known and forever change our physical lives for the better.


• • •


In November of 2017, five months after I published my award-winning debut memoir about walking the end-of-life path with my mom, The Gift of Goodbye: A Story of Agape Love, I was working on my second manuscript. It was an expansion of one of my first book’s themes, living an authentic life. I was practicing meditation and sitting in the peaceful space of my home one morning. I had just learned about a friend’s cancer diagnosis—stage IV colon cancer for a woman in her early forties with three children under the age of eleven. I was heartbroken by this news and praying for grace and guidance. As I sat quietly, I heard a voice say, You ought to write about these stories from the front lines of those living with and surviving cancer. I looked around a little startled, confirming I was by myself, as my daughter had already left for school. As I sat with this idea, memories of all of I had learned of what had been helpful in my experiences with Mom came flooding back. The nuances of how to approach someone you love living with cancer, and the tips and tricks of helping others feel joy amid pain. I picked up my notebook and started jotting down questions I might ask if I was going to interview cancer survivors. Excitement pulsed through my veins as I considered how helpful it might be to others—to write the stories of those who have experienced a cancer diagnosis. And in that moment, I decided to shift my focus to try to demystify cancer through capturing stories from United States-based survivors and loved ones, men and women with different types of cancers and stages of the disease. Hearing of a loved one’s or friend’s diagnosis invokes such fear that it is hard to think clearly or know what to do next. And yet, at the time of writing this book, the incidence of cancer continues to rise globally, and current United States statistics include the following:




• In 2018, an estimated 1,735,350 new cases of cancer will be diagnosed in the United States and 609,640 people will die from the disease.


• The most common cancers (listed in descending order, according to estimated new cases in 2018) are breast cancer, lung and bronchial cancer, prostate cancer, colon and rectal cancer, melanoma of the skin, bladder cancer, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, kidney and renal pelvis cancer, endometrial cancer, leukemia, pancreatic cancer, thyroid cancer, and liver cancer.


• The number of new cases of cancer (cancer incidence) is 439.2 per 100,000 men and women per year (based on 2011–2015 cases).


• The number of cancer deaths (cancer mortality) is 163.5 per 100,000 men and women per year (based on 2011–2015 deaths).


• Cancer mortality is higher among men than women (196.8 per 100,000 men and 139.6 per 100,000 women). When comparing groups based on race/ethnicity and sex, cancer mortality is highest in African American men (239.9 per 100,000) and lowest in Asian/Pacific Islander women (88.3 per 100,000).


• In 2016, there were an estimated 15.5 million cancer survivors, a number that is expected to increase to 20.3 million by 2026.


• Based on data from 2013–2015, approximately 38.4 percent of men and women will be diagnosed with cancer at some point during their lifetimes.
Source: National Cancer Institute, www.cancer.gov





I had all these ideas swirling in my head when I happened to have lunch with Robyn, a dear friend who is a cancer survivor. Suddenly, it all fell into place. Together, we could write this story, of the journey of various cancer survivors and their advice. Between us, we connected with our friendship circle to find volunteers willing to participate in this book and share their stories. I have included the first half of Robyn’s story below, how she discovered she had cancer. The rest of her story is in the first chapter.



Robyn’s Story



It was a freezing night in Castle Rock, Colorado, and I was sleeping soundly next to my husband on January 28, 2016. All of a sudden, I woke up and began to rub my neck. As my hand moved down to the top of my left breast, I felt it. A lump the size of a grape was protruding out of my chest. Shocked by my new discovery, I immediately jumped out of bed, went into the kitchen, and started feeling all over my breasts for other lumps. Standing there alone in the kitchen, my stomach was turning upside down, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. What is happening? I wondered. Feeling unsettled and not sure what exactly was going on, I stared down at my chest again, hoping it would be gone and was just a dream. As I rubbed my fingers over the small protrusion on my breast that had not been there the day before, I decided, Okay, this is probably a cyst. Cancer doesn’t run in my family. I took a deep breath and remembered it was two a.m.


I stumbled back to our room and fell into bed, convinced it was nothing to worry about. As I glanced next to me at my sleeping husband, memories flooded my mind of the trials we had weathered together several years earlier, testing the foundation of our relationship to its limits. For the first time in a couple of years, our life with three young children was on cruise control. I was working for my pastor in Denver and loved having the balance of working part time and being home with the kids. I decided not to wake my husband, as he was traveling to Salt Lake City for work in a few hours and needed rest. I was able to fall back asleep after breathing deeply for a while.


I woke up early the next morning, anxious about my son being sick and knowing I needed to get him to the doctor. I looked at my husband and said, as we both got out of bed, “Hey, babe, I found something last night, I need you to look at it.” I pulled my sleep shirt aside so he could see.


“Oh, babe, I wouldn’t worry about it. You’re going to the doctor soon, so just wait and see what they say.” We both agreed it was nothing serious. Never in our wildest dreams did we think in that moment of what might unfold in the coming months and years.


“Have a great trip, baby, I love you so much,” I said as we hugged and kissed good-bye. The mom role in me kicked into high gear, despite my sleep deprivation. I moved to the closet to pull on my yoga pants and sweatshirt and slip into my UGGs.


I walked down the hall and stepped quietly into my son’s room to wake him up. “Good morning baby, how are you feeling? Your head feels a little warm.” He opened one eye and whispered that he didn’t feel better, and then closed it again. I had made a doctor’s appointment for him the day before in case he was still feeling ill today. I helped him out of bed and drove over to his doctor appointment with him. We arrived at the doctor’s office and took a seat in the “sick” waiting area. The nurse called us back to the exam room, and I helped my son onto the table. The nurse took his temperature and checked his blood pressure as we talked about his symptoms. While he was down the hall getting an X-ray, I found his doctor and asked if she would mind looking at my new discovery.


She rubbed her fingers over the lump in several directions then looked up at me and said, “So I am thinking it would be good to go get this checked out right away, you know, just to make sure.” I could read the look of concern on her face, which made me think it might be something. Just then, my son and the nurse walked back in with the X-ray. The X-ray showed signs of pneumonia in his lungs, which meant he would not be going back to school soon. We thanked her and left with a prescription. When we got home, I gave him some orange juice and helped him upstairs to his bed. As I left his room, my focus was now able to shift to me and what I would do next.


I picked up my phone and dialed my doctor’s number, asking for the nurse. I got her voice mail and left a message, describing what I had found. She called back in about thirty minutes to ask how I was doing and said I would need a mammogram soon, probably before the one that was scheduled in two weeks. As we talked more about the details, she likely heard the concern in my voice and said she would have the doctor fax over an order right away. I thanked her and hung up. About fifteen minutes later, my phone rang. It was the imaging center calling to schedule the diagnostic mammogram. I was able to get an appointment the following Tuesday. Having the appointment set was a step toward answers, toward learning more, and I felt a little peace in my heart.


I made some tea and sat on the couch for a minute as the memory of what I had discovered in the night came flooding back. I closed my eyes and sat with this feeling, asking God to reveal what I needed to know. I opened my eyes and looked around the room taking in my space in the silence, imagining what might happen next. One thing I knew for sure was my life, our life as a family, would be forever changed if this were something serious. I closed my eyes and rubbed my fingers over the mass again. Yes, it was still there. I knew instinctively that God had woken me up that morning to show me what I needed to see. From this moment forward, I felt like His hand was on me, guiding the process.


I went upstairs to check on my son. I sat on his bed and put my arm around him as he sipped the orange juice. His eyes closed, and I set down the orange juice as I inched my way a little more on his bed, lying down next to him with my arm around him. My lack of sleep caught up with me, and I dozed off for a while. The sound of my girls talking and moving around the house downstairs woke me up. I gingerly slid out of my son’s bed, making sure he stayed asleep, and went downstairs. All of a sudden, I heard the garage door opening and knew it was my husband home from his trip. I jumped up and greeted him at the back door, delighted to feel his arms wrapped around me. We hugged for a minute, and I updated him on our son’s pneumonia, careful not to mention what the doctor had said about my discovery, as the girls were nearby. Later that evening, when the kids were in their rooms and we could talk privately, I shared the update from the doctor about my lump and my upcoming mammogram appointment. We both felt some relief knowing that the next step in a plan was set.


On Monday, I called my friend and asked her to meet me in the parking lot after school. I shared the details of my discovery, and that I was scared and wanted her opinion. She came to my mind as she had survived breast cancer ten years before. My younger daughter and her daughter were best friends. I felt at ease around her and knew she would be able to give me good advice, as she had experienced a cancer diagnosis and treatment. That afternoon, we each drove to school, picked up our kids, and pulled into parking spaces next to each other. “Hey kids, y’all get out and say hi,” I said to my kids. They jumped out of the car as she walked over to me.


She got in the car, leaned over, and felt the lump. “Honestly, I don’t like the way this feels, but we need to confirm it with tests. I am glad you are going in tomorrow for a mammogram. I’m here for you, Robyn, call anytime with any question.” We hugged, and I thanked her for being there for me, offering to support me. Knowing she was right that this mass was concerning, I felt both validated and comforted by her support. As I walked through the next steps of the discovery process, she was a source of comfort and my trusted authority as I learned each new piece of information.


The next day came quickly with the busyness of taking care of my three kids, the day of my mammogram appointment. My mother-in-law had insisted on going with me. My husband had a big meeting, and I didn’t want him to miss it. As I went back into the scanning room, I was feeling peaceful, as my mother-in-law waited outside. I showed the technician where the lump was. She took several images of both breasts and a few extra of my left one. She recommended I wait for the radiologist to read the scan. I went back to the waiting room and sat next to my mother-in-law on the couch. I tried to distract myself and flipped through pages in a magazine as two hours went by. The anxiety kicked in, as the wait had never taken that long before. Finally, my name was called.


We went back as the nurse ushered us into a different room with a bed and a machine next to it. I could feel instinctively that this was not good. She said, “The radiologist did see the mass on the film and wants you to have an ultrasound.” I hyper-focused on what was going to happen next and felt a little out of my body, as if I was an observer in my story. As I walked over to lie down on the table, I still didn’t believe it was cancer. As the technician rolled the probe over my left breast, I could see the mass on the screen. It looked like a tree branch. Tears started rolling down my cheeks, and I felt frightened, imagining that it was probably cancer. I looked at the technician and asked, “What do you see?”


She looked at me and said, “I am going to get the radiologist. I want him to see it.”


I called my sister four times and kept leaving messages, “Where are you? I need you!” The technician returned with the radiologist and showed him the images. He looked at me and said, “I would recommend you make an appointment for a biopsy.” All of a sudden, the words settled into my mind, and I began to cry hysterically. I looked at him and said I was not getting off the table until he performed the biopsy, right there. I wanted answers as quickly as I could get them and was determined not to wait. I didn’t care if I was inconveniencing anyone. I wanted to know what was going on and wanted to know now.


The radiologist said he would see what he could do and left. He returned a few minutes later with a nurse and said he was able to move some other appointments. I found out later that the nurse had been about to go out on lunch break and could see how upset I was. The nurse had told the radiologist that she would stay to help, which enabled him to perform the biopsy at that time. The nurse stood by my side and held my hand as the radiologist prepared my breast for the biopsy. She had a warm presence about her and a calming smile. I felt relaxed in her presence and my heart filled with peace, and then my eyes caught her badge. Just above her picture was a sticker that said, “I love Jesus.” All of a sudden, the muscles in my tense shoulders began to relax, and my heart rate slowed down from its racing pace. It felt like she was an angel sent from God. She exuded unconditional love and was so compassionate. She made sure I was taken care of and was selfless and gentle in her demeanor.


Two days later, on February 5th, I was at the school in the afternoon to watch my daughters play in their volleyball game. I could feel my phone vibrating in my pocket, and as I pulled it out, I quickly recognized the number. It was the doctor. I stepped out of the gym as I pressed the green button on my phone to answer. The radiologist confirmed that the mass was cancerous. He also recommended I have more scans and more biopsies to check my lymph nodes. I stood there as I hung up, feeling chills run up my spine and wondering if this was real. Did I really just hear the words, you have cancer? I wandered a little aimlessly back into the gym, found my mother-in-law, and said, “Will you come outside for a minute with me? I need to talk to you.” She followed me out into the hallway, noticing the concern that covered my face. I grabbed her hands and said, “I need you to stay here. I just got confirmation that I have cancer and need to go outside.” A look of shock brushed over her face as she wrapped her arms around me. I was in shock, feeling scared, and still not believing the words I had just heard. You have cancer. I was pacing the floor, looking out the window for my husband. He called a couple of minutes later as he was pulling up. I told him to stay in the car and I would be right there.


I got in the car, looked over at him and said, “The doctor just called and confirmed that I have stage II-B breast cancer.” A waterfall of tears started pouring down our cheeks as we sat there, arms wrapped around each other, both processing this news and what it meant for us and our three kids. After a few minutes, I looked outside and remembered that we were in the school parking lot, and there was a volleyball game happening inside. Thinking of my family shifted my focus to attack mode, and I knew it was time for a game plan. I said, “I’m calling my doctor tomorrow, and we are going to take care of this. I need you to stay here with the kids, and I am going home.” He leaned over and kissed me as we sobbed some more, the news still penetrating through our hearts.


As I drove home, I called both my sister and my best friend and shared the news with each of them. I felt supported by their kind words and grateful for the willingness of each of them to walk this journey with me, step by step. I was thankful that my sister lived in Denver, near me, as I knew her support would be crucial in having another ear at the many doctors’ appointments that were to come. As I heard my husband’s car pull into the garage, I needed to pull myself together. I had learned from previous situations how to hide my emotions. One of my main goals was to protect the kids from any sadness I had faced. We had decided that we would tell the kids that evening. It felt like a terrible dream, knowing that they would have to walk through a scary time at their young age.


He put his arm around me, and then told our children that I had been diagnosed with breast cancer. He did his best to stay positive, saying that we had good doctors and would get through it together. Watching each of their faces as they heard that I had cancer was one of the worst experiences of my life. They were in total disbelief. I could see concern and fear painted over their faces. None of us really knew what it meant to hear those words, that Mom has cancer. My heart was breaking in two as I watched tears stream down their faces. I knew I had to hold it together for them, reassure them that I would get through this. I believed it, and I knew it. My goal was to help them feel comfortable in talking about their feelings. I sat back as I watched each of them process this news; wanting to take away the fear I could see in their eyes. The feeling of protection that came over me was all encompassing. I most wanted to change our circumstances and make the reality of my cancer diagnosis go away for them. My sadness deepened as I knew I couldn’t. Then my thoughts turned to my husband and what he was going to experience as we walked this path, and I endured treatment. I’ve never been good at receiving, and here we were, facing a strenuous and unknown path, one that would require me to let go and receive.


The next morning, I felt a strong surge to take action, build a plan, and know what was going to happen next. I talked to my doctor about the tests I needed, and I was able to get an appointment with a surgeon at a local hospital for the following Monday, February 9th. The earliest I was able to get in for the additional tests at the hospital was Wednesday, February 11th. I worked through all of the test scheduling and hung up. Despite the heaviness I felt in my heart regarding my diagnosis, I was able to return to a somewhat normal routine, given that we had appointments lined up, and a plan was forming. Life raising three young children consumed my focus for the days leading up to the appointments and testing.


On Monday, I met with the surgeon at a local hospital, and she shared the news that I had triple negative breast cancer, which is not a hormone-fed type of cancer. I sat there as I felt my stomach drop, knowing this was a tough type of cancer to recover from. As the reality of what these words meant started to settle in, my heart started racing. Tears poured down my cheeks as my husband wrapped his arm around me. I couldn’t believe it. The one thing I do remember is that it was very important for me to have the BRACA 1 and BRACA 2 blood test, which determines if this type of cancer is hereditary. It was most important for me to know if my girls were at risk. Fortunately, the test came back negative for both of the BRACA genes.


I instinctively felt I needed a second opinion. I picked up my phone and called a leading cancer center near where my dad lives to set up appointments and felt grateful that they would be able to see me the week of February 16th. As the nurses and technicians poked and prodded me all day on the 11th, I knew I was one step closer to having all the information I needed to finalize my plan. When I left the hospital, exhausted from a long day, the nurse said I would hear the results in a day or two.


On Friday, February 13th, I was sitting with my husband having lunch when the doctor called. It was my forty-sixth birthday. I answered the phone and heard my doctor share what he had learned from the tests. Sadly, the news was that my lymph nodes also contained cancer cells. I hung up and told my husband. We held hands as tears rolled down my cheeks. He said, “Babe, we are going to get through this, one step at a time. I am here, whatever you need. We will walk this road, side by side.” We stared at each other for a while as my mind raced forward to what would happen next. Likely I would endure more tests and scans and learn about treatment plans and timing.


• • •


With the increasing incidence of cancer in our world and close to 40 percent of people getting a cancer diagnosis in their lifetime, each of us will be touched in some way by this disease, either through a personal diagnosis or through learning of a loved one, friend, or colleague in the community with a diagnosis. Each cancer story is unique in many ways, as you saw in my story and Robyn’s above. My goal in how I architected the stories in this book was to present a realistic face of cancer—the highs and lows, the good and bad, the surviving and sometimes the inevitable reality of dying. And while these stories include the transparent, sometimes grueling, details of the treatment process, each story is inspirational in some way and includes growth through loss, whether a loss of a body part or more. The stories also engender hope and have a thread of positivity woven throughout.


Robyn and I interviewed sixteen men and women from five different states in the US, who were diagnosed with seven different types of cancer ranging from breast to brain to lymphoma to colon to lung, and in stages I to IV. I have included how each person found out and how each person told their loved ones, what each of them experienced as they walked their treatment path, what was helpful and what was not, and what advice they have for others. While I captured themes in each story, I also learned a valuable lesson: That a cancer diagnosis and the resulting treatment and experience are an “n” of one, meaning each story is unique to that individual, even if it is the same type and stage of cancer. In an effort to bring a balanced perspective of cancer, I have also included a story from a man whose wife fought four years and lost the battle to melanoma and a woman whose husband was diagnosed with small cell carcinoma and died within a year. I have included a perspective from two oncologists as well, one in the Foreword and one in the Epilogue, as physicians are an integral component of a cancer story.


My hope is that these twenty stories, including the one below, serve as an inspirational guide for an individual with a cancer diagnosis or going through treatment, or for anyone whose friend, coworker, or loved one has just been diagnosed. The common message through all of the stories is to love through the fear and to engage, versus withdraw or give others “space”. An important note about each story: I have purposefully removed the last names, the names of family members, friends, doctors, imaging centers, and health systems in order to keep the focus on the individual’s story.


The idea for writing this book was born out of praying for my friend Melissa, also known as Isse, following her colon cancer diagnosis. I am honoring her by sharing her letter to the editor of the Nashville paper, The Tennessean. My hope is her story will help you take any potential symptoms seriously and have them checked out.



“I discovered colon cancer too late, but I want to make sure you don’t”



by Melissa Waddey
April 3, 2019


My symptoms were easy to explain away. Exhaustion? I had just gotten a promotion. Weight loss? I was running myself ragged. Nausea? Too much grease in my diet. And the blood in my stool for the past several years? Internal hemorrhoids, my doctors assured me, very common in women who’ve had children.


But the consequences of ignoring your body when it’s trying to tell you something can be hard. In my case, they were the hardest imaginable. In November 2017—after I finally scheduled the colonoscopy I was told I didn’t need due to my young age—I learned I had stage IV colon cancer.


I will live with this horrific disease the rest of my days. Those days will be fewer than my loving husband, three beautiful young children, and I want them to be. I had to resign my new position as the first woman group president, ambulatory and operations services, of LifePoint Health. And I spend far too much of my precious time at hospitals or resting at home, my energy completely depleted at only forty-three years old.


Yet today, I have a stronger sense of God’s purpose for me than I’ve had before. I am determined to save lives, to use every ounce of my strength to urge people to recognize the warning signs of colon cancer and take action—no matter how young you are or how squeamish you might be about bodily functions.


That’s why I teamed up with my wonderful former colleagues from LifePoint Health to bring Get Your Rear in Gear, a family-friendly 5K walk/run, to Nashville for the first time on March 9, 2019. I am delighted to report we exceeded all expectations for an inaugural fundraiser, drawing more than a thousand participants and raising over $150,000.


Get Your Rear in Gear events are orchestrated across the country during March, which is Colon Cancer Awareness Month, by volunteers from the Colon Cancer Coalition. Like all Get Your Rear in Gear events, money raised from Nashville’s run will help fund screenings and raise awareness about one of the most preventable cancers if it’s caught early—and one of the deadliest if it’s not.


What frustrates me to no end is that part of the reason colon cancer is the nation’s second-leading cancer killer, behind lung cancer, is because people do what I did: attribute their symptoms to something else or assume they’re not at risk because it’s supposedly an old person’s disease. Worse, many doctors also believe this myth, even though incidences of colon cancer have been on the rise among young people for decades.


Regardless, too many in the medical profession hear a young man or woman complain of nausea, fatigue, bloating, and—the most telltale sign of all—blood in his or her bowel movements, and don’t order a colonoscopy. And this is because the patient doesn’t fit the over-forty-five age profile that ushers in regular colonoscopies and because insurance might not cover it.


As a consequence, colon cancer is ending the lives of people who could easily be saved. All it takes is a simple procedure to either rule out cancer altogether or, in many cases, identify the slow-growing polyps that are the first signs of trouble. And these can be removed right on the table during the procedure.


Sure, a colonoscopy is no picnic. What medical procedure is? But it is a walk in the park compared to the alternative—the alternative that is now my life.


So please, if you are over forty-five, contact your doctor and schedule a colonoscopy today. If you are younger and experiencing symptoms, make an appointment to see your doctor and insist on one. I don’t care if you’re twenty-five years old. Neither does colon cancer. This disease has no respect for your age, your gender, your healthy lifestyle, or your plans for the future. If it can blindside me, it can blindside you. Please don’t let yourself suffer my consequences.


Visit ColonCancerCoalition.org for more information about colon cancer prevention.


• • •


If you are not familiar with cancer, here is a description from the National Cancer Institute. Cancer is the name given to a collection of related diseases. In all types of cancer, some of the body’s cells begin to divide without stopping and spread into surrounding tissues. Cancer can start almost anywhere in the human body, which is made up of trillions of cells. Normally, human cells grow and divide to form new cells as the body needs them. When cells grow old or become damaged, they die, and new cells take their place.


When cancer develops, however, this orderly process breaks down. As cells become more and more abnormal, old or damaged cells survive when they should die, and new cells form when they are not needed. These extra cells can divide without stopping and may form growths called tumors. Many cancers form solid tumors, which are masses of tissue. Cancers of the blood, such as leukemia, generally do not form solid tumors. Cancerous tumors are malignant, which means they can spread into, or invade, nearby tissues. In addition, as these tumors grow, some cancer cells can break off and travel to distant places in the body through the blood or the lymph system and form new tumors far from the original tumor.


It has been truly an honor and a privilege to be the vehicle to give voice to these inspiring and heartfelt stories. I am deeply humbled beyond words for the trust these individuals have placed in me to bring their stories to life on these pages. I would like to thank Melissa, Robyn, Helen, Ronn, Jennifer, Bill K., Dana, Bill G., Valerie, Dan, Peggy, Robert, Holly, Nikki, Kim, Gina, Tricia, Debi, Alan, and Kristi for their patience, grace, and courage through the writing and editing process, and their willingness to relive some trauma-charged memories. You are the true heroes for your willingness to be vulnerable and bare all, in an effort to help others. Thank you for reading.





ROBYN’S STORY PART II


[image: Image]


As my husband and I finished lunch on my forty-sixth birthday, I actually felt a sense of relief that I had heard the results of the tests, as waiting was the hardest for me. I was still mulling over what it meant to have cancer in my lymph nodes, although information felt like power in this moment. This knowledge represented one more step in the direction of feeling in control, defining what would happen next. We celebrated my birthday with the kids on Friday night as I filed away the news of the day, wanting to soak up each moment with my family.


On Monday morning, February 16, my sister and I boarded a plane to Houston, Texas, for my next round of tests at a leading cancer center. My dad lived in Houston, and I was grateful to see him. His comfort was calming to my nerves and filled my heart with a warm loving feeling. My best friend also flew into Houston from Nashville later that evening. I was so thankful to have them all with me, giving me strength and support for the next few days.


We woke up early Tuesday to prepare for the long two days of tests that were scheduled. This leading cancer center approached each test in a very thorough way. We arrived at eight thirty in the morning and checked in at the front desk. As I took each step forward, walking through the halls of this massive hospital, I noticed words of encouragement throughout the building. Knowing that many have fought the battle that I was about to face gave me a sense of hope and helped sustain me. As if I wasn’t alone. This was just the beginning of the blessings that God showed me. His love for me was so evident through every step, and while I knew the testing would be grueling, a feeling of peace flooded my veins.


I went back for the first test, which was another mammogram that ended up lasting three hours. The afternoon included more scans—a bone scan, a computerized axial tomography (CAT) scan, a full-body magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) study, and a full-body positron emission photography (PET) scan—each one taking about an hour with waiting in between. About six thirty, the nurse announced we were finished for the day and to come back the next morning at eight thirty. While I was exhausted from the grueling day, and my chest hurt a little from the three-hour mammogram, knowing that these actions were leading us one step closer to more information gave me energy. We arrived the next day for more tests. This time we started with lab work, followed by several different kinds of biopsies. A physician who spoke with a French accent was leading the biopsy efforts. He was determined to take his time and be thorough in his process, which I appreciated. While it was long and arduous, I was very grateful that he found the nodes in my chest that were of concern. The toughest test of all was the one that required me to drink red liquid—as I drank it, every cell in my body felt like it was on fire, like I was in a sauna, from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.


At the end of the two days of testing, we met with the lead oncologist for my case. My sister and best friend held my hands as we listened to all the details of the testing results. He confirmed the diagnosis of triple negative breast cancer. My heart sank with the news, as if it was the first time I had heard those words. I was really grateful that my sister wrote down everything the doctor said so I could reflect on the information later. When I had heard the diagnosis the first time, I found myself having a hard time remembering the details, due to the stressful nature of the conversation. Having my loved ones present and taking notes helped me to process later, comparing the details we each heard.


We left the cancer center and returned to my dad’s house, exhausted and sad with the reality I was facing. We flew home to our respective cities the next morning. As soon as we arrived back in Denver, I called an oncologist who had come highly recommended to me from a friend. I felt divinely guided to this physician and knew how important it was for me to get one more opinion, given that I did not feel comfortable with the first physician we met with in Denver. Once my husband and I met him a few days later, we both were confident that he was the right physician for me. He was kind and nurturing, with a humble presence, and he was willing to spend time explaining all the results in an easy-to-understand way. When he finished walking us through all of the results, he stood there and paused. Something didn’t feel quite right with my diagnosis to him. He studied the information and then looked up at us. He said, “Robyn, there is something that is not quite adding up to me. I want to be very certain and ensure we have an accurate diagnosis for you, as it will dictate the treatment path. I am going to send your lab work to a laboratory in California. It’s hard to know exactly how long it will take to get the results, so plan on a few weeks. I will be in touch soon.”


We said good-bye, and my husband and I walked to the car, hand in hand. He looked at me and said, “I know the waiting will be hard. I will be right here by your side, whatever you need. I am so grateful for your doctor and his determination and thoroughness in getting another opinion. I love you.” We hugged for a while when we reached the car. Having his unconditional support enabled me to be calm in the midst of the fear, knowing I was not alone.


One of the things on my bucket list was going to New York City to see The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon. Four of my close friends and I were able to get last-minute seats for the show, a week after my appointment. What an amazing experience and great time we had together! We laughed out loud many times, and the laughing helped calm my nerves a little, although I still felt anxious knowing what was to come. It was also very hard to be away from my husband. He had decided to stay home with the kids and wanted me to experience this show with my friends. I knew I needed him more than ever. Another great trip I took was with my sister, as she wanted to help me achieve another bucket list item. We flew to Los Angeles to watch The Ellen DeGeneres Show. What a memorable experience it was! We took long walks on the beach, taking in the breathtaking view as the waves crashed against the shore. We also enjoyed a little retail therapy and ate some mouth-watering food.


After I had filled several weeks with trips that created memorable experiences, my doctor’s office finally called and scheduled an appointment to discuss the results. The night before I saw the doctor, I tossed and turned in bed as fear started to gain a foothold in my thoughts. I was most afraid of the type of treatment I would need to endure. Will I have to go through chemotherapy? I wondered, holding out hope that just maybe I wouldn’t have to. Then images filled my mind of what I would look like going through chemotherapy: throwing up often and losing my hair, looking like a cancer patient, wearing scarves to hide my baldness. The exhaustion took over, and I finally dozed off to sleep. My husband woke me the next morning, reminding me that the time for answers was finally here.


As my husband drove us to the appointment, a vivid memory came back to me from a few months prior. There I was, standing in my friend’s living room with my Bible study group, a group of seven women. It was quiet for a minute, and I heard God speak to me. He said, “One of you is going to get cancer.” I was startled and looked around, realizing that I was the only one who had heard those words. As I reflected on that time now, I became cognizant of a symptom I had been experiencing but had discounted. I would watch a car drive by, and it would move in frames, like slow motion. I willed myself to ignore it. It’s nothing I thought. I made a mental note to ask my doctor about this symptom.


My husband and I walked into the exam room, holding hands, feeling a sense of relief that we would have the correct diagnosis shortly. My doctor came in and said, “Well, Robyn, so it looks like you do not have triple negative breast cancer after all. Your type of cancer is called HER2-positive. And the number of HER2 cells you have is more than I have ever seen, twenty-seven, and normal is six.” My husband and I looked at each other, in part worried at the number of cells and in part feeling so grateful for this doctor and his willingness to keep looking until he had all the answers. I then decided to ask him if the problem with my eyes was related to the cancer. He said, “Yes, that is an early sign of cancer when your eyes see in frames rather than fluid motion.” Wow, I thought, and I discounted that symptom. Given the way the events unfolded, we knew God had a hand in leading us to this doctor and guiding him to look further. Having the right treatment plan with the right drugs was critically important to enabling my highest chance of survival. He said I needed eighteen weeks of chemotherapy to start, and there was 65 percent chance that the cancer would be eliminated when I was finished. Because my cancer was so fast growing, I started with chemotherapy, endured radiation, and had a double mastectomy followed by reconstructive surgery. I closed my eyes as I processed the word chemotherapy, taking in the magnitude of what we had just learned and the difference my doctor was making in my life.
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